Evolution's forgotten anniversary  by Williams, Nigel
Current Biology Vol 18 No 8
R316While many organisations are gearing 
up to celebrate the double evolution 
anniversary next year — 150 years 
since the first publication of Charles 
Darwin’s Origin of Species and 200 
years since his birth — an event 
of major significance has its 150 
anniversary this year but is set to 
receive little public celebration.
By 1858 Darwin was  
well-established in his home at Down 
House in Kent and deeply involved in 
work developing his theory of natural 
selection. Darwin had mustered help 
from people around the globe with 
pleas to provide information on this 
and samples of that to add to his own 
huge collection of biological material 
and experimental data to build the 
vast evidence he felt he needed 
to be confident to make public his 
evolutionary views.
So the arrival of the postman one 
spring morning that year — an event 
always eagerly awaited by Darwin who 
had arranged a mirror in his study to 
give early notice of his approach — with 
a package from Malay evoked the usual 
and regular excitement.
The letter was from Alfred Russel 
Wallace, a naturalist who had been 
in correspondence with Darwin on 
a number of issues. But this time 
the packet contained a bombshell: 
Wallace’s theory of natural selection. 
The package has been a source of 
huge historical interest because, unlike 
so much else of correspondence to 
Darwin, it has been lost.
There has been considerable 
speculation about the date of the 
arrival of Wallace’s letter. From 
Darwin’s other correspondence it 
seems likely it arrived early in June. 
Before this time Darwin was making it 
clear that he was in no rush to publish 
his book as he continued to gather 
evidence in support of evolution. On 
May 16 he told his colleague, the 
botanist Joseph Hooker: “I presume 
you will have done the horrid job of 
considering my M.S. — I am in no sort 
of hurry, more especially as I know full 
well you will be dreadfully severe.” On 
May 18 he reiterated to Hooker: “There 
is not the least hurry in the world about 
my M.S. I would rather you leave it till 
you feel disengaged, if the time ever 
comes to you.”
On the same day Darwin wrote to 
Syms Covington, his former assistant 
on the Beagle, that his big work was 
going to take some time to complete. 
“This work will be my biggest; it 
Feature
treats on the origin of varieties of our 
domestic animals and plants, and on 
the origin of species in a state  
of nature. I have to discuss every 
branch of natural history, and the  
work is beyond my strength  
and tries me sorely.”
But the arrival of Wallace’s 
manuscript is clearly apparent in the 
change of tone in Darwin’s subsequent 
correspondence with colleagues. 
“I never saw a more striking 
coincidence,” he wrote. “If Wallace 
had my MS sketch written out in 1842 
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The ability of honeybees to 
create a food store from nectar 
collected from plants still strikes 
as a remarkable achievement. 
The more so, as the foraging 
and location of nectar sources 
requires considerable effort on the 
part of worker honeybees, which 
must expend even more energy 
transferring nectar finds back to 
the nest.
In choice experiments, 
researchers have found that 
honeybees prefer nectar with 
sugar concentrations of 30–50 
per cent. And earlier research 
found no increase in nectar 
concentration between collection Acknowledged: The house in Hertford where Wallace grew up bears a modest plaque to mark 
the fact.and arrival at the hive when the 
sugar concentration of nectar was 
around 30 per cent.
Since these results, some 
reported more than 60 years ago, it 
has been considered that the sugar 
concentration in forager bees’ 
crops is an accurate indication  
of the nectar sugar content,  
and a useful means of sampling 
plant nectar.
But, in more recent work under 
field conditions, bees have 
been shown to collect nectar 
across a much wider range of 
concentrations. More dilute nectar 
is chosen only in the absence of 
more concentrated sources.
The more dilute nectar poses an 
additional problem: excess water 
must be carried to the nest if this 
nectar is to be used to contribute 
to the honey reserve.
But new research, carried 
out in South Africa by Susan 
Nicolson and Hannelle Human, at 
the University of Pretoria, report 
in Biology Letters of the Royal 
Society (published online), reveals 
that some dilute winter nectar may 
be concentrated by worker bees 
before and during transport  
back to the nest.
The researchers looked at 
honeybees foraging on nectar 
from a species of aloe, native to 
South Africa, which provides an 
important source of nectar as 
it flowers during the dry winter 
months. The researchers looked at he could not have made a better short 
abstract!” And it was clear Darwin had 
no idea how to handle it.
It was up to Darwin’s close friends, 
Hooker and the geologist Charles 
Lyell to propose a joint presentation of 
Wallace’s paper and one by Darwin at 
the Linnean Society meeting in July. 
Darwin’s friends were determined 
that he should be given the lion’s share 
of the credit or else no one would 
accept the theory of evolution. Wallace 
was not part of the traditional scientific 
community in England, as a result of 
his working-class background and 
lack of formal university education, 
and also because he spent most of his 
professional life outside England.
Darwin was out of action at this 
crucial time, not least because of the 
sickness of two of his children which 
led to the death of one. The funeral 
prevented Darwin from attending the 
Linnean Society meeting at which his 
and Wallace’s papers were read. But 
he turned out to be deeply relieved 
and pleased with his friends’ plan.
“I am much more than satisfied at 
what took place at Linn. Soc — I had 
thought that your letter and mine to 
Asa Gray were to be only an appendix 
to Wallace’s paper,” he wrote to 
Hooker.
By October, Hooker had received 
a letter from Wallace concerning 
the events earlier that year. Wallace 
expressed gratitude for the way 
Hooker and Lyell had handled the 
manuscript. “Allow me in the first 
place sincerely to thank yourself and Sir Charles Lyell for your kind offices 
on this occasion and to assure you of 
the gratification afforded me both by 
the course you have pursued and the 
favourable opinions of my essay which 
you have so kindly expressed.”
He went on: “it would have caused 
me such pain and regret had  
Mr. Darwin’s excess of generosity 
led him to make public my paper 
unaccompanied by his own much 
earlier and I doubt not much more 
complete views on the same subject 
and I must again thank you for the 
course you have adopted, which 
while strictly just to both parties, is so 
favourable to myself.”
And in Darwin’s response to Wallace, 
there was some relief. “Though I had 
absolutely nothing whatever to do in 
leading Lyell and Hooker to what they 
thought a fair course of action, yet I 
naturally could not but feel anxious to 
hear what your impression would be. I 
owe indirectly much to you and them 
for I almost think that Lyell would have 
proved right and I should never have 
completed my larger work, for I  
have found my abstract hard enough 
with my poor health...”
The Linnaen Society will celebrate 
the anniversary of the Darwin and 
Wallace papers with a special meeting 
on July 1 and further meetings later 
in the year. They will also award the 
Darwin-Wallace medal for the first time 
since the centenary of the meeting in 
1958. But there’s no doubt that next 
year the celebrations will mostly be 
Darwin’s.
